Research on longitudinal interparental conflict patterns and offspring development is scarce. The population-based TOPP study (N = 459) was used to investigate (1) child-rearing conflict trajectories through four time points during childhood and adolescence (ages 8-16), and (2) associations between conflict trajectories and child characteristics (i.e., birth order, gender, externalizing patterns from early childhood). Latent profile analysis identified six distinct trajectories. Conflict levels decreased for most respondents over the adolescent offspring period, but offspring's birth order and externalizing problems were related to less typical trajectories and higher levels of conflict. Onset of externalizing problems was of additional importance for the course of parental child-rearing conflicts. The results highlight the perception of the whole family as an interwoven system.
Research has consistently shown that conflicts between parents in intact families are associated with psychosocial difficulties among offspring, such as internalizing and externalizing problems, difficulties with peers, and academic problems (Buehler et al., 1997; Heinrichs, Cronrath, Degen, & Snyder, 2010; Kelly, 2000) . Moreover, recent reviews indicate that such associations are stronger during adolescence compared to early childhood (Lucas-Thompson & Goldberg, 2010; Rhoades, 2008) and it has been suggested that parental conflicts are particularly detrimental to child adjustment when they are child-related (Dadds & Powell, 1991; Grych & Fincham, 1990; Jouriles et al., 1991) . However, knowledge about how parental conflicts develop over the child-rearing period is sparse. Increased knowledge about how parental couple relationships change over the child-rearing years and associated risk factors is desirable for prevention and intervention efforts. This study therefore investigates whether distinct trajectories of childrearing conflicts can be identified over an 8-year period spanning from middle childhood to late adolescence (ages 8-16), and whether birth order, gender, and externalizing patterns are associated with such trajectories.
Theoretical Foundations
According to family systems theory (Ackerman, 1958; Cox & Paley, 1997) , individuals and dyads within families operate as subsystems that influence and are influenced by other family subsystems (Cox & Paley, 1997; Emery, 2014) . Parental and child behavioral patterns are thus considered interdependent and reciprocal (Crouter & Booth, 2003; Emery, 2014) . According to the family systems perspective, interparental conflict levels are thus likely to be influenced by challenges related to children's developmental stages, such as the adolescent transition, because changes in one family member are likely to spill over to other family subsystems (Whiteman, McHale, & Crouter, 2007) . Likewise, children's individual characteristics and demanding child behaviors such as externalizing problems may also represent a further challenge to the parental couple relationship (Heinrichs et al., 2010) . may place new demands on parents. This period is characterized by increased stress and challenges as children undergo major changes both biologically (e.g., the onset of puberty), cognitively (e.g., more abstract thinking), psychologically (e.g., increased focus on identity), and socially (e.g., onset of romantic and sexual relations) (Arnett, 1999; Compas, Hinden, & Gerhardt, 1995; Steinberg & Morris, 2001) . Children thus become more psychologically independent from their parents and more skilled at argumentation (Steinberg & Morris, 2001) , and empirical findings have linked the adolescent transition to increased parent-child conflicts (Laursen, Coy, & Collins, 1998; Shanahan, McHale, Osgood, & Crouter, 2007) . However, few studies have addressed in detail how parental conflict levels change during different parenthood stages; most empirical studies focus on the association between interparental conflicts and maladjustment in preadolescent childhood (Emery, 1982; Heinrichs et al., 2010) . One exception is Cui and Donnellan (2009) , who found that overall mean levels of child-rearing conflict were stable among parents from early adolescence (i.e., age 12.6) and 4 years onward. Whiteman et al. (2007) also found stable levels of interparental conflicts in preadolescence (i.e., mean age 10.9) and the following 7 years. Whether conflict trajectories vary between different subgroups was not investigated in these studies. Challenges associated with adolescence may however vary significantly in degree and time across families. For instance, although increased boundary testing or other challenges associated with offspring adolescence may cause increasing uncertainty and conflicts for some, other parents may see increased autonomy of their child as a relief, decreasing the intensity of interparental discord over how to raise their child. As challenges associated with raising adolescents may vary significantly in degree and time across families, knowledge of subgroup variations in parental conflict levels across time is desirable.
In recent years, statistical advances in latent class modeling have provided new possibilities for identifying subgroups of individuals with similar development across time. However, few empirical studies using contemporary statistical techniques have examined how conflict patterns among couples vary between subgroups. An exception is a study by Dush and Taylor (2012) , identifying three stable trajectories of marital conflicts (i.e., frequency of spousal discord) over 20 years among married couples in general. Presence of children and their developmental stages were, however, not accounted for in this study. The present study expands upon these previous findings by investigating whether child-rearing conflict levels exhibit the same stable patterns from middle childhood until late adolescence using latent profile analysis (LPA). Due to the changing demands of parenthood across this period, we expect to find more fluctuating trajectories than those identified by Dush and Taylor (2012) .
Relations Between Child Characteristics and Child-Rearing Conflict Trajectories
Findings are mixed on whether any particular child characteristics can predict interparental conflict patterns through adolescence. Cui and Donnellan (2009) found no significant differences in how adolescent children's birth order or gender related to child-rearing conflicts. Whiteman et al. (2007) , however, found a gender effect, as increased conflicts during early adolescence were more typical among parents of boys. Findings also suggest that parentchild conflicts are generally larger during the adolescent transition of the firstborn child, compared with that of younger siblings (Shanahan et al., 2007; Whiteman, McHale, & Crouter, 2003) , which supports family systems theory's notion that changes are mirrored across family subsystems. This study supplements previous research by investigating how levels of conflict develop among different subgroups and whether child characteristics, such as birth order and gender, are associated with different conflict trajectories.
Offspring's externalizing or antisocial behavior is also thought to influence parental conflicts. According to family systems theory, emphasizing reciprocity, patterns of child externalizing problems are likely to be related to similar changes in parental conflict levels. It is expected that parental conflicts would increase from childhood to adolescence, as the frequency of externalizing problems increases in this period (Moffitt, 1993) . A handful of longitudinal studies have, in fact, shown mutual associations between changes in parental conflict levels and changes in adolescent children's externalizing problems (Cui, Donnellan, & Conger, 2007; Jenkins, Simpson, Dunn, Rasbash, & O'Connor, 2005; Schermerhorn, Cummings, DeCarlo, & Davies, 2007) . However, previous studies have not differentiated between different types of externalizing problems. More specifically, two different groups of individuals with high levels of externalizing behavior during adolescence have been identified in previous research. One group shows high levels of externalizing problems already in early childhood, with continuing high levels into and throughout adolescence (i.e., a High Stable group); the other group shows low levels of externalizing problems in childhood, and increasing levels of such problems in adolescence (i.e., an Adolescent Onset group) (Kjeldsen, Janson, Stoolmiller, Torgersen, & Mathiesen, 2014; Moffitt & Caspi, 2001) . Notably, Odgers et al. (2008) reported that increased levels of family conflict measured in middle childhood were found in families of children with a High Stable pattern, but not among those with an Adolescent Onset pattern. Whether the two patterns are associated with different interparental conflict trajectories during adolescence has yet to be investigated.
This study expands on previous findings by investigating whether distinct externalizing patterns (i.e., High Stable vs. Adolescent Onset) covary with different child-rearing conflict trajectories before and during adolescence.
The Present Study
The present study investigates patterns of change in child-rearing conflicts in families from middle childhood to the late adolescent offspring years. Due to a lack of previous studies examining interparental conflict trajectories over the adolescent years, the trajectory analyses are explorative in nature. However, some related findings and notions from family systems theory guide initial expectations on possible findings.
First, according to family systems theory, new demands related to the adolescent transition should be mirrored by co-occurring changes in the interparental relationship, but previous findings have indicated that mean interparental conflict levels are stable over the period. We do however expect that this stable mean level may mask fluctuations in conflict levels over the period for subgroups. Given that the sample under study consists of intact couples who have been together for a long period of time, we anticipate that most respondents will follow a pattern with stable low conflict levels, but subgroups may experience higher initial levels or larger fluctuations over the period.
Second, in line with family systems theory, we anticipate that some child characteristics may be associated with larger changes or higher conflict levels over the period. We anticipate that increasing conflicts over the period will be more typical for parents experiencing the effects of offspring adolescence for the first time (i.e., if the index child is their firstborn). We further expect that trajectories of child-rearing conflict will be mirrored by similar changes in child externalizing behavior over the period where patterns of both are investigated (i.e., from middle childhood and onward). Of particular interest is how the two patterns of relatively high levels of externalizing behavior during adolescence are mirrored by similar high or increasing levels of child-rearing conflicts in parents. The High Stable externalizing pattern is anticipated to be associated with a trajectory with high conflict levels prior to and throughout adolescence. On the other hand, the Adolescent Onset externalizing pattern is not likely to be preceded by more conflicts before adolescence, but may be accompanied by increasing conflicts over the period. Because previous findings are mixed in respect of gender effects, we also explored whether child gender is associated with specific child-rearing conflict trajectories.
METHODS

Procedure and Participants
This study used data from the Norwegian Tracking Opportunities and Problems (TOPP) study, a population-based, longitudinal study of families. All families from 19 geographical healthcare areas in Eastern Norway who visited a child health clinic for a scheduled 18-month check-up were invited to complete a questionnaire in 1993 (T1). More than 95% of all families in Norway with children attend the public health program provided by the child health clinics during the first 4 years of the child's life. Of the invited mothers, 87% (N = 913) completed the questionnaires at the first data collection. Nonrespondents did not differ significantly from respondents with respect to maternal age, education, employment status, number of children, and marital status (Mathiesen, Tambs, & Dalgard, 1999) . Data were collected by the staff at the healthcare centers again when the children were 2.5 (T2) and 4 years old (T3). Questionnaires were later sent by mail to mothers when the children were aged on average 8.7 (T4), 12.6 (T5), 14.6 (T6), 16.6 (T7), and 19 years (T8). This study uses externalizing behavior data from T1 to T5 and conflict data from T4 to T7, when child-rearing conflicts were assessed.
Altogether, 459 respondents were included in the analyses. The majority of parents (81%) were married at T4, whereas the remaining 19% were cohabiting. The mean age of the respondents was 37.7 years (SD = 4.4) at T4. The average number of children in the families at T4 was 2.4 (SD = 0.81).
The index child was the firstborn child in 46.5% of the families and 50.3% were girls. Only participants who were living with the father of the index child throughout the study period and who participated on at least one wave between T4 and T7 (i.e., when child-rearing conflict data were collected) were included in the study. The sample was thus subject to both selection and attrition processes, as respondents who dropped out before T4 and those who did not continue to live with the father of the child throughout the period were excluded from the analyses. Of the remaining sample, 59% had complete data or had participated on all but one data collection, whereas 22% only participated at one time point. Between 46% and 64% of the entire T1 sample participated at each wave between T4 and T7. Attrition analyses revealed that, of 16 examined variables (e.g., maternal temperament and psychological distress, child's temperament, and mothers' support from partner and from friends and family), only maternal education at T1 predicted dropout at T7 (odds ratio [OR] = 0.62, p < .05) (Gustavson, von Soest, Karevold, & Røysamb, 2012) . Dropout from the present sample between T4 and T7 was not related to T4 child-rearing conflict scores (OR = 0.94, p = .78) or to any of the included child characteristics (i.e., gender, birth order, or any of the externalizing patterns).
Measures
Child-rearing conflicts were measured at T4-T7 with a six-item version of the Parental Problem Checklist (Dadds & Powell, 1991) . Response options on each item ranged from 0 = almost never to 4 = almost always, and mothers were asked to indicate how often each of the following issues had been a problem for them and their partners over the last month: disagreement over household rules; disagreement over type of discipline; inconsistency between parents; parents undermining each other; lack of discussion about anything; and disagreement about offspring naughty behavior. Mean scores of these six items were calculated, ranging from 0 to 4. No further transformation of the mean scores was performed. Reliability was satisfactory with Cronbach's as ranging from .73 to .86 across time points. Two outliers were detected by visual inspections of the box plots at T4 and T7, respectively. These were moved to the fence (i.e., the closest reported value) in line with recommendations (Tabachnick & Fidell, 2007) and previous work on the TOPP sample (Moylan et al., 2013) . Exploratory factor analyses showed that the 6-item scale was captured by only one factor at each wave (i.e., eigenvalue > 1). The factor model was further investigated by applying confirmatory factor analysis. One latent child-rearing conflict factor was constructed for each wave, and factors at each wave were modeled to correlate across time points. Error variances from identical items measured at different time points were allowed to correlate. The model showed satisfactory fit, root mean square error of approximation (RMSEA) = .044, comparative fit index (CFI) = .93, Tucker-Lewis index (TLI) = .92, and standardized root mean square residual (SRMR) = .059. Additional confirmatory factor analyses, where factor loadings were constrained to be equal across time points, also provided evidence of considerable time invariance. The Bayesian information criterion (BIC) showed better model fit for the constrained, time-invariant model (18,578.06) than for the unconstrained model (18,641.60). Moreover, almost identical model fits for constrained and unconstrained models were obtained when inspecting other fit indices; constrained model: RMSEA = .044; CFI = .93, TLI = .91, SRMR = .054.
Child gender and birth order were assessed by asking the mother about the gender of the index child, whether he/she had siblings, and when these were born. Two dummy variables were computed for child gender (0 = boy; 1 = girl) and birth order (0 = not firstborn, 1 = firstborn), respectively.
Trajectories of child externalizing problems were identified in a previous study based on the TOPP sample (Kjeldsen et al., 2014) . These were based on mother reports about the index child from T1 to T6 (ages 1.5-14 years) with three different instruments in order to tap age-appropriate behavior: the Behaviour Checklist (Richman & Graham, 1971 ) (T1-T3), the Conduct Problem subscale from the Strengths and Difficulties Questionnaire (Goodman, 1994 ) (T4), and the TOPP Scale on Antisocial Behavior (TSAB) (Kjeldsen et al., 2014 ) (T5-T6) were used. Based on these measures, Kjeldsen et al. (2014) identified five trajectories of child externalizing problems: (1) High Stable, with high levels of externalizing behavior from T1 through T6; (2) Adolescent Onset, with low levels of externalizing problems at the first four time points increasing to the second highest levels at T5 and T6; (3) Low Stable, with low levels of externalizing throughout the period; and (4 + 5) two childhood-limited patterns, which both had elevated levels of externalizing behavior during early childhood but lower levels during adolescence. Due to age-appropriate alterations in the questionnaires, only relative change across groups can be interpreted, not absolute change. Instruments, analytic procedure, and trajectory solution are described thoroughly by Kjeldsen et al. (2014) . We focus on the first two patterns (High Stable and Adolescent Onset) in this study, and the latter three groups were therefore collapsed when used for comparisons. In the sample under study, 17% of the index children were classified as High Stable and 19% were classified as Adolescent Onset. The levels of externalizing problems for the children in the High Stable class are substantially elevated compared to those of average children in comparable studies, albeit the majority in this class is probably not clinically (deviant) high. We used individuals' probability for belonging to each externalizing pattern according to the latent model (i.e., posterior probabilities), and the externalizing pattern that each individual had the highest probability of belonging to (i.e., pseudoclasses) as covariates in the different analyses.
Statistical Procedures
Latent profile analysis. Distinct trajectories of child-rearing conflicts were identified using LPA, a person-oriented approach designed to divide the population under study into a set of subpopulations with similar individual profiles. Such an approach enables empirical tests based on the assumption that the same developmental models do not necessarily apply to all individuals, by describing different longitudinal profiles or trajectories (Anderson, Van Ryzin, & Doherty, 2010; Bergman & Andersson, 2010) . This approach may therefore contribute to an increased understanding of how changes in the parental couple relationship may be related to dynamic child characteristics, such as the transition to adolescence and associated externalizing problems.
Initially, the LPA model was tested with one class, to investigate the common trajectory for all respondents (Lavner & Bradbury, 2010) . A series of LPAs were run to identify distinct trajectories and to clarify the number of latent classes fitting the data best. In this procedure, the complete model is run repeatedly, increasing the number of latent classes by one in each run. An optimal LPA solution was identified by finding the solution with the lowest BIC, with the bootstrapped likelihood ratio test (BLRT) indicating a significantly better fit to the data compared with a solution with fewer classes. The BLRT has performed best on simulated data, followed by the BIC (Nylund, Asparouhov, & Muth en, 2007) .
Following Lavner and Bradbury (2010) , we decided a priori to choose the solution with the best fit, provided that the smallest latent class consisted of at least 3% of the sample, to avoid overfitting the data while still capturing small but meaningful groups. Full information maximum-likelihood estimators were used to allow for inclusions of participants with partial missing data, assuming that data were missing at random. LPA was conducted using Mplus version 7 (Muth en & Muth en, 2012).
Investigations of conflict trajectories and covariates. After identifying the number of latent classes fitting the data best, paired samples t-tests were used to investigate whether mean conflict levels changed significantly across time within each trajectory. In these analyses, we utilized maximum posterior probabilities and allocated each individual to the class in which they had the highest probability of membership (i.e., pseudo-classes).
Then, we investigated the associations between each child-rearing conflict trajectory and index child characteristics in two steps. First, we examined bivariate associations between the pseudoclasses and the index child's gender, firstborn status, and externalizing pattern. For this purpose, we conducted analyses of single cells in the crosstabulations based on the Fisher four-field hypergeometric distribution test with the Exacon module in Sleipner version 2.1 (Bergman, Magnusson, & El Khouri, 2003) . This analysis produces an exact test of single cells in a contingency table. Scores observed significantly more often than statistically expected are referred to as "types" (observed > expected) whereas those observed less frequently than expected are referred to as "antitypes" (observed < expected), thus allowing for a broader (person-oriented) description of the relationships between the child characteristics and trajectory memberships. Second, simultaneously estimated multinomial regression analyses and latent class analyses models were also conducted (Clark & Muth en, 2009) , exploring the effects of child gender, firstborn status, and child externalizing on conflict trajectories separately, and then controlling for potential effects of child gender and firstborn status in the relationship between child externalizing and parental conflict trajectories while keeping the models latent.
RESULTS
Descriptive statistics for child-rearing conflicts at T4-T7 are shown in Table 1 . Conflict scores were on average lower than 1 at every time point, indicating that most parents rarely had child-rearing conflicts and very few participants (between 1.2% and 6.2% at each wave) reported mean conflict levels of 2 or higher. Average conflict levels for the sample did not change significantly at any time according to paired sample t-tests (p > .05).
Trajectories of Child-Rearing Conflicts
Overall, results from LPA were supportive of a sixclass solution. BIC from two to seven classes were as follows: 1,970.1, 1,924.6, 1,918.1, 1,910.1, 1,904.6, and 1,912.0, respectively. BLRT indicated a better fit for a six-class model (p < .001), compared with a five-class model, but also a significantly better fit for a seven-class model compared with a six-class model (p < .001). We still decided to follow the BIC, due to the conceptual meaning of the model and because a seven-class model would include a class with <3% of respondents. A seven-class model did not provide additional conceptual value, as no substantially different patterns were provided by a seven-class model. A six-class model provided a sound distribution of participants between the latent classes, given that 5% of respondents were assigned to the smallest trajectory. The entropy for the six-class model was 0.70.
Because 27% of respondents dropped out between T4 and T7, we tested whether the trajectories were influenced by attrition. We obtained closely identical results when replicating the LPAs for the subset of respondents that participated at the last time point. The BIC still indicated a six-class solution, and trajectory distributions and shapes were closely identical. Missing data patterns showed that, in all trajectory classes but one (i.e., the largest class), more than 60% of respondents had participated in all or all but one time points and, in the three smallest classes, between 71% and 93% had responded at three time points or more. All further investigations were performed on the complete sample.
The average trajectory of child-rearing conflicts (i.e., from the LPA solution with one class), the six estimated trajectories, and the corresponding pseudo-classes are presented in Figure 1 . The average trajectory (shown by a bold, black line) was generally stable with no significant changes over the period (p > .05). Starting from top left side of the figure, the first trajectory was labeled HighAdolescent-Peak (HAP, pseudo-class n = 21). This trajectory started 1.7 SD above the average level and increased significantly (p < .05) to levels approximately two SD above average at T5 and T6, thereafter declining significantly (p < .01), to a level slightly above the initial level by T7. The second trajectory was labeled Moderate-Stable (MS, n = 71), with child-rearing conflict levels being The scale is the mean score of six items. stable (p > .05) at approximately one SD above the average throughout the period. The third trajectory was labeled Moderate-Steep-Increasing (MSI, n = 17), starting at a level approximately 0.5 SD above the average and increasing throughout the period, with statistically significant increases from T5 to T6 and T6 to T7 (p < .01) to a level more than two SD above the average at T7. The fourth trajectory was labeled Moderate-Early-Adolescence-Peak (MEAP, n = 67), starting at a moderate level, slightly above the average, at T4 with a significant increase to T5 (p < .01), and a gradual decrease thereafter (p < .01) to a conflict level 0.5 SD below the average at T7. The fifth trajectory was labeled Low-Increasing (LI, n = 43), exhibiting low levels of conflicts through the first three waves, thereafter increasing significantly (p < .01) to a moderate level at T7. Finally, the sixth trajectory was labeled Low-decreasing (LD, n = 240), with low levels of child-rearing conflicts and small, but significant (p < .01), declines from T4 to T5 and from T6 to T7. Four of the six trajectories had initial conflict levels that were significantly different from the level at the endpoint (p < .01): the Low-Increasing and Moderate-Steep-Increasing trajectories ended up with a significantly higher conflict level, whereas the Low-Decreasing and Moderate-EarlyAdolescence-Peak trajectories ended up significantly lower at T7, compared with baseline.
Associations With Child Characteristics
Single-cell Exacon tests were run to investigate the distributions of girls, firstborn children, and proportions of children with each externalizing pattern within each child-rearing conflict pseudo-class. The analyses showed that higher than expected (i.e., types) as well as lower than expected (i.e., antitypes) proportions of children were identified for some combinations between the conflict trajectories and firstborn status and externalizing patterns (Figure 2 ). More specifically, parents of firstborn children were more likely to follow the MEAP (p < .05) and less likely to follow the LD (p < .05) conflict trajectory. Moreover, parents of adolescents with a High Stable pattern of externalizing problems were more likely to follow the HAP (p < .01) trajectory and less likely to follow the LD (p < .01) conflict trajectory. Parents of children with an Adolescent Onset externalizing pattern were more likely to follow a MEAP (p < .05) trajectory and less likely to follow a HAP (p < .05) conflict trajectory. Actually, no families in the current sample had the combination of a child classified with an Adolescent Onset externalizing pattern and parents with a HAP conflict trajectory. No gender differences were identified through the single-cell analyses.
Finally, to validate our findings, we also repeated the LPA analyses (utilizing the latent model) and included the child characteristics as predictors in multinomial logistic regression analyses. Separate regression analyses were conducted with child birth order and gender, respectively, as predictors. The results from these two logistic regression analyses generally confirmed the singlecell results, indicating that parents of firstborn children were more likely to follow the MEAP conflict trajectory, compared with the LD trajectory. However, in contrast with the results from single-cell Exacon tests, a significant gender effect was identified through these analyses; parents of daughters were more likely to follow the Moderate-Stable trajectory, compared with the Moderate-Early-Adolescence-Peak and the Moderate-Steep-Increasing conflict trajectories (OR = 3.83 and 5.29, respectively, p < .05). Second, the analyses were run including the externalizing patterns along with child gender and birth order in the multinomial logistic regression analyses. This enabled investigations of the associations between child-rearing conflict trajectories and externalizing patterns, respectively, while adjusting for the effect of child birth order and gender. These analyses also confirmed the associations between the High Stable externalizing pattern and the HAP conflict trajectory, and between the Adolescent Onset externalizing pattern and the MEAP conflict trajectory.
DISCUSSION
This study expanded on previous findings by indicating that substantial fluctuations in parental conflict levels are common over the adolescent offspring years. The overall mean level of childrearing conflicts was stable, but subgroups differed substantially and most respondents experienced significant changes over the period. These fluctuations were in line with family systems theory, which posits that different family subsystems are interwoven, with changes in one subsystem (i.e., child adolescent transition) mirroring changes in other subsystems (i.e., the parental couple relationship). Specific child characteristics were associated with less typical and more fluctuating trajectories, indicating that offspring adolescence may be more challenging for particular groups of parents. Increased child-rearing conflicts over the early adolescent period were more likely when the index child was the firstborn child in the family. Trajectories of parental conflict levels over the period were also mirrored by adolescent offspring's externalizing patterns, and high levels of externalizing problems during adolescence were associated with different trajectories of child-rearing conflicts, depending on whether such problems were persistent or had their onset in adolescence.
Child-Rearing Conflict Trajectories
In line with family systems theory, adolescence was associated with changes in the interparental relationship which may mirror changes related to the adolescent transition. The stability of the average levels of child-rearing conflicts over the period was in line with previous findings (Cui & Donnellan, 2009 ), but our results indicated that this may have masked more typical patterns of significant fluctuations in conflict levels over the period. For instance, about 40% of the parental couples experienced significant increases in conflict levels at one time or another, and significant changes in childrearing conflict levels were more typical than a stable level across the adolescent offspring years. Moreover, parents with low conflict levels in middle childhood were more likely to follow a decreasing trajectory over the period, whereas stable or increasing conflict levels were more common among those with higher initial levels. This highlights that parents with higher than average conflict levels during their offspring's preadolescent childhood may need particular support to handle their offspring's adolescent transition. Although the trajectory analyses were explorative in nature, the identified six-class model was conceptually meaningful as it seemed to capture the heterogeneity of parental child-rearing experiences across adolescence. The current findings contrasted with previous findings by Dush and Taylor (2012) of conflict trajectories among married people in general, by showing a larger variability in conflict patterns and larger fluctuations over the period. However, Dush and Taylor (2012) investigated spousal conflicts in general among both parents and childless married couples. The different findings may thus indicate that fluctuations are more typical in levels of child-rearing conflicts compared to general spousal conflicts, that parental conflict levels fluctuate more over the adolescent offspring years, or both. Moreover, the peaks of the different conflict trajectories were distributed throughout all four time points, indicating that challenges may occur at different phases of the adolescent childrearing years for different families.
Three trajectories (i.e., MEAP, MSI, and HAP) had significant increases in conflict levels from middle childhood (i.e., age 8.7) to early adolescence (i.e., age 12.6), indicating that a substantial group of parents experience increased conflict levels when their offspring enter early adolescence. This finding is in line with previous findings of increased interparental conflict levels related to offspring pubertal transition (Whiteman et al., 2007) . Our study expands on these findings by showing that increased conflict levels were part of three substantially different patterns. For most respondents, increased levels were transient (i.e., MEAP), but for two important subgroups (i.e., MSI and HAP), conflict levels continued to be high or even increased until late adolescence. Targeting parents following these patterns is important, and finding risk factors associated with these patterns may therefore be an important next step. Notably, few preventive programs focus on parental couple relationships over the late child-rearing years. The current findings, however, indicate that even among parents who have been living together for a substantial period of time offspring's adolescence may pose challenges to their couple relationship.
A substantial group of mothers (i.e., those following the LI trajectory) also experienced increasing conflict levels between middle adolescence and late adolescence. Even though such increases in later adolescence were not anticipated, it still seems meaningful, given that several developmental challenges occur later in adolescence. For instance, an increasing number of adolescents start experimenting with alcohol in later adolescence. Only a very small proportion of Norwegian adolescents drink to intoxication prior to age 14, but after this age, drinking is to a larger degree seen as normative behavior (Bu, Watten, Foxcroft, Ingebrigtsen, & Relling, 2002) . These and similar risk behaviors may represent a new source of conflicts between parents, in spite of prior low conflict levels.
Notably, the largest subgroup of respondents (i.e., LD trajectory) had decreasing conflict levels over the period and nearly 60% of the respondents were classified in trajectories with decreasing levels over the entire period. Although significant fluctuations were typical, increases in conflict levels were temporary for most respondents. These findings may be characteristic for the present sample, consisting of parents who had lived together for a long period of time and continued to live together throughout the investigated period. While some parents followed comparatively higher conflict trajectories, conflict levels were relatively low throughout. Inclusion of dissolving couples would likely lead to detections of additional trajectories with higher conflict levels. Nevertheless, our findings indicated that, at least for parents who continue to live together over the period, challenges related to offspring's adolescence are most often temporary and not necessary detrimental. The large proportion of parents following decreasing conflict trajectories over the period may in fact mainly see increased autonomy of their child as a relief, decreasing the intensity of interparental discord over how to raise their child. Such a notion is in accordance with Arnett's (1999) reminder of adolescent development as less dramatic than what may have been supposed.
Associations With Birth Order and Child Gender
Although most parents followed low and decreasing conflict trajectories, some child characteristics were associated with parents following less typical adverse conflict patterns. The relevance of the birth order of the child going through adolescence gained some support in the study findings, both when using single-cell Exacon tests and logistic regression analyses. According to family systems theory, the novelty of going through offspring adolescence for the first time should be more challenging compared to adolescence of younger siblings, and some previous findings have accordingly found indications of such firstborn effects (Shanahan et al., 2007; Whiteman et al., 2003) . We found that parents with firstborn children going through adolescence over the period were more likely to follow the MEAP trajectory compared with parents who had older children. Importantly, the increased conflicts were only temporary, indicating that the adolescent transition of a firstborn child is not likely to be associated with long-term changes in the parental couple relationship. Moreover, parents who had an older child were most likely to follow a trajectory with low and decreasing conflicts over the period (i.e., LD), indicating that there may be a learning effect buffering against challenges with younger siblings, in accordance with previous findings (Shanahan et al., 2007; Whiteman et al., 2003) . Note that the design of the present study did not enable investigations of other children in the family. More studies of parental experiences of going through the adolescent transitions of firstborn versus younger siblings are therefore warranted to further clarify these associations.
Some support was also provided for child gender effects on interparental conflict trajectories. Logistic regression analyses indicated that parents of boys were more likely to experience increased conflict levels when the child reached adolescence (i.e., following the MSI and the MEAP conflict trajectory), supporting Whiteman et al. (2007) . Parents of girls were however more likely to experience higher conflict levels also prior to adolescence that continued to be relatively high over the period (i.e., following the MS conflict trajectory). This might be due to gender differences in pubertal changes, given that girls have an earlier pubertal onset. Previous findings have also indicated that middle childhood can be a more vulnerable time period for girls than boys and that psychosocial adjustment problems in middle childhood can predict subsequent problems and self-reported depressive symptoms during adolescence for girls in particular (Nilsen, Gustavson, Røysamb, Kjeldsen, & Karevold, 2013) . Accordingly, it has been suggested that the middle childhood years may be a demanding period for children and their families, which has received too little attention from researchers (Huston & Ripke, 2006) . Given that this period may be relatively more challenging for girls, it is not surprising to find a gender effect where parents of girls are more likely to experience moderate childrearing conflict levels that start in preadolescence and continue throughout the period. Note, however, that the gender effect was only identified through the simultaneously estimated LPA and multinomial logistic regression analyses, whereas no such associations were found when using other analytical frameworks. The simultaneously estimated logistic regression and LPA analyses are more sensitive in detecting predictor effects than models where predictors of latent classes are kept outside the LPA model (e.g., Exacon or auxiliary models) because the predictors are allowed to be more strongly associated with some of the indicators in the LPA than others, instead of fixing the total LPA solution before testing how predictors are related to this totality. Thus, identifying more relationships when utilizing a simultaneously estimated model is as expected.
Associations Between Child Externalizing Patterns and Child-Rearing Conflict Trajectories
Different patterns of child-rearing conflicts emerged for parents of children with externalizing problems starting in childhood versus adolescence. Supporting our predictions, the High Stable externalizing pattern generally discriminated between high and low conflict trajectories, whereas the Adolescent Onset pattern was consistently associated with a trajectory with lower initial conflict levels which increased over the early adolescent period.
Parents of children with High Stable externalizing problems were most likely to experience conflict levels that were initially high, and increasing during the early adolescent years (i.e., the HAP trajectory). High interparental conflict levels prior to adolescence among children with High Stable externalizing problems are in accordance with previous findings and developmental models of early onset externalizing problems (Odgers et al., 2008; Patterson, 2002) . The results from the present study expand on previous findings by identifying an additional increase in interparental conflict levels in early adolescence for the HAP trajectory. It is noteworthy that, although a pattern of High Stable externalizing problems was associated with increasing conflicts during early adolescence for some, it was not associated with increased interparental conflicts over the entire period. This may be due to the impact of child externalizing behavior on parenting practices; previous findings have indicated that child antisocial behavior may cause parental disengagement (Kerr & Stattin, 2003) . Thus, parents may have given up on parenting as High Stable externalizing children reach late adolescence, causing decreased child-rearing conflict levels. Nevertheless, the associations between the High Stable externalizing pattern and high interparental conflict levels highlight the importance of addressing parental couple relationships in families of children with externalizing problems.
Adolescent Onset externalizing problems were not preceded by preadolescent high interparental conflict levels, in accordance with previous findings (Odgers et al., 2008) . Our findings did however expand on this by indicating that this externalizing pattern was to some degree associated with increasing child-rearing conflicts over the period (i.e., following the MEAP trajectory). The increased conflict levels were temporary for parents, indicating that family problems related to adolescent offspring transitions may be transient.
Strengths and Limitations
The present study has considerable methodological strengths, such as examining families longitudinally from early childhood throughout middle adolescence. This enabled the identification of previously unstudied patterns of interparental conflicts, improving the understanding of adolescent child-rearing. Still, the findings should be seen in light of some limitations, which may guide future research in this area.
First, our data rely on the viewpoint of the mothers on parents' conflict as well as externalizing problems of one child in the family. Future studies should include reports from fathers and children as well, to examine differences and similarities between informants and reduce common method bias. However, a previous study investigating child-rearing conflict over the adolescent offspring years did not find any significant differences between mothers and fathers in their reports regarding child-rearing conflicts (Cui & Donnellan, 2009 ). On the other hand, findings have indicated that maternal ratings of child behavior may be more strongly associated with couple functioning than paternal ratings (Sullivan & Baucom, 2005) . Furthermore, family systems theory emphasizes that several factors are likely to influence subsystems within families. In the current study, we only investigated factors associated with the development of one child in the family. Family size and characteristics of other children, as well as social factors, are likely to influence the family as well, and focus should be widened to include such family factors in future studies.
Second, it is important to keep in mind that this study was exploratory in nature (i.e., the trajectory analyses) and needs to be validated and the issues further explored in future studies. The number of participants may have provided insufficient statistical power in some respects. Fit indices in LPAs gave some indication of the potential for more than six classes. However, it was not possible to extract additional classes because such classes would have been rather small in size. Studies with larger samples would provide the possibility to test models including more classes and thus more diversity in the trajectories. Thus, future studies with larger samples using a hypothesis-testing approach are needed to gain further validation and generalization of the results from the present study.
Third, the child-rearing conflict trajectories only partly overlapped with externalizing problem trajectories. Although the study has the important strength of including preceding patterns of externalizing behavior, we were only able to investigate co-occurring patterns from ages 8.7-14.6. The peak of antisocial behavior has been found to be at age 17 (Moffitt, 1993) . It would have been advantageous to assess externalizing patterns into older ages than what was possible in the present study.
Fourth, as in most longitudinal studies, attrition may limit the generalizability of the findings. Importantly, dropout from the entire TOPP study was not related to child characteristics at T1 such as temperament (Gustavson et al., 2012) and dropout from the current sample was not related to child-rearing conflict levels or any child characteristics. Still, even though maternal educational level was the only variable predicting dropout, this variable may be associated with unmeasured living condition factors. Furthermore, we cannot rule out the possibility that those with the highest conflict levels did not fill out the questionnaire.
Associations between externalizing problems and parental conflicts may be stronger in high-risk samples due to higher variation in the responses. All analyses, however, were carried out using full information maximum-likelihood estimation, which includes subjects with partial data and minimizes biases due to attrition.
Finally, mean conflict levels among parents were low in the present study. Generalization to populations with risk of high conflict levels, such as marginalized families or families with divorced parents, is thus limited. In a similar vein, using a rather homogenous population of Norwegian mothers, the findings may not be generalizable to other cultures or ethnic groups. In particular, the Scandinavian welfare system and its support of families with children differ considerably from such systems in other Western countries. Likewise, Norway is considered to be one of the most egalitarian societies worldwide (Malik, 2014) . Such differences with other Western countries may influence parental conflict levels and associations with other variables.
CONCLUSIONS
The present study yielded important nuances to previous findings indicating that child-rearing conflict levels are generally stable over the adolescent child-rearing years. Six different longitudinal trajectories were identified, and fluctuations were more typical than stability over the period. Findings suggested that, although the offspring adolescent transition may not be particularly challenging for most parents, the period was associated with increased conflicts for specific subgroups and that these increases occurred at different time points for different families. In line with family systems theory, the findings indicate that the early adolescent stage of offspring might be more challenging for parents when experiencing it for the first time (i.e., with their firstborn child). Associations between High Stable externalizing patterns and high interparental conflict levels that persisted over the entire period indicate the value of addressing the parental couple relationship in mental health services when meeting families with children exhibiting externalizing behavior. Parents of children with an Adolescent Onset externalizing pattern were more likely to experience only temporary increases in interparental conflict levels, and may not need targeted interventions for their couple relationship. Although some indications of gender effects were found, such associations need to be further examined.
